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The early days of Elderslie 
 
By Dr Ian Willis 
 
n  1929  Madeline  Buck  the  grand- 
 
In 1879 a journalist for the Australian 
Town and Country Journal described 
Hawdon as "I am only doing justice to a good 
 
my affairs arranged, and our grant of land 
fixed upon." Then follows what would sur- 
prise even a hustling American. He rode up to 
 
"This is the very country for a young 
man," he writes "Take the people as a body, 
they  are  pleasant,  hospitable,  and  uncom- 
daughter of an Elderslie pioneer 
James Hawdon published a series of 
his letters written in 1828 to friends 
in  England.  Hawdon  had  lived  in 
old colonist, and but expressing the general 
opinion by stating that Mr Hawdon is about 
one of the finest representatives of the true 
British gentleman in the colony. Honour, hos- 
Camden on September 16 (three days after 
landing), took Mr Harrington's place, 
Elderslie, rode back to Sydney on the 
September 17, and within a week they were 
monly gay. Where we live (about 40 miles 
from Sydney). It is as populous a neighbour- 
hood as any country place in England. We 
have a great many neighbours. This part is 
the Elderslie area for five years from 1828. 
Hawdon's letters surfaced in England in 
1929 amongst old family papers and have 
many interesting insights into life in the early 
days of the colony. 
At Elderslie Hawdon leased the Elderslie 
estate and supported four convicts, his wife 
Margaret and baby son. 
Historian Alan Atkinson maintains that 
"Hawdon apparently tried to keep up an 
English tone, with the slave-driving Botany 
Bay element at a minimum. He was a good 
master and even admired his  convicts'.  He 
did not take any convicts for punishment at 
the Cawdor Bench between 1825 and 1830." 
Hawdon was concerned about freight 
costs between Sydney and the Cowpastures 
and according to Atkinson "could make a 
good profit only because his carriers were his 
own convicts, who cost him next to nothing. 
The journey to market and back took a week" 
using a bullock team. 
Hawdon grew hay for the Sydney market 
which was used to fatten cattle for market, 
and by the 1830s hay was more  important 
than grain for the property owners in the 
Cowpastures.  Hawdon's  convicts  took  the 
pitality,   and   gen- 
erosity are the' 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 
which have marked 
his long life' of use- 
fulness in working 
and opening out 
with a few other 
pioneers this rapid- 
ly peopling dis- 
trict." 
"The gentleman 
whose portrait we 
present to our read- 
ers this week is one 
of our oldest 
colonists, and the 
record of his career 
is a typical one of 
the prosperity that 
in this country 
attends upon energy 
and perseverance." 
In his obituary 
in 1881 the writer 
maintained that: 
"With his we 
believe,         passes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
James Hawdon, who settled in Elderslie in the 
early days of the colony. 
established     In 
their new home 
and working 
away as though 
they were old 
settlers. 
He wrote 
further: "The 
Governor has 
been pleased at 
two dinner par- 
ties to express 
his sentiments of 
approbation on 
me, saying I had 
begun like one 
who is deter- 
mined to  do 
well, for I had 
not been eight 
days in the 
Colony before I 
had my ploughs 
going." 
H a  w d  o  n 
d  e  s  c  r  i  b  e  s  
Elderslie as 
being   "a   very 
thought to be the most respectable part of the 
country and we have been called upon by the 
gentry. Altogether it is very pleasant. This 
country has more the appearance of England 
than any foreign country. They are all English 
people, have English customs, and everything 
when I look around is almost the same as at 
home. Our sitting-room has the same furni- 
ture, the same servants wait on us that we 
have been accustomed to see, and even the 
climate is much like very fine weather in 
England. We see quite as much company as 
we like. A visitor here thinks very little of 
staying two or three days, which is very 
agreeable. The gentlemen are all well-bred 
men; indeed, a great many of the larger set- 
tlers have been officers either in the army or 
navy. We ore a long way from a church. I 
believe our church is eight or 10 miles off 
(Cobbitty), but we have not yet been there, as 
our gig has not come from Sydney. But I make 
a point of reading the church service and a 
sermon to my people, who all appear, clean 
and well dressed, on Sunday forenoons." 
Hawdon's  views  on  Aborigines  in  the 
Elderslie area: 
'As for the natives, they are a most peace- 
able set of beings, They come to beg sugar 
hay to the Sydney market and sold it for 
6s8½d a hundredweight in 1832. He also 
grew a small amount of tobacco, which 
according to Atkinson, was 'very profitable' 
for those who knew how to grow it. 
Hawdon wrote to England of the Elderslie 
estate convicts that "he had a good many of 
what he almost always calls "Government 
men," and said he always had great satisfac- 
tion from them." 
He continued that "I allow my men to 
have as much new milk as they can use. I feed 
them well, and work them well, by which 
means I have very little trouble managing 
them." (Sydney Morning Health, 26 October 
1929) 
Hawdon was one of many colonists who 
moved into southern New South Wales after 
living in the Cowpastures for a period. He 
was one of the colonists who was at the fron- 
tier of the settler society where clashes 
between Europeans and Aborigines were 
more common than not. 
away that last of the brave men who did so 
much, to open-up the-pastoral interest of 
Australia and to give her the name of the 
finest grazing country in the world." 
At Elderslie he ran dairying and cheese 
making and later his property at Bodalla. He 
contracted to supply provisions to the road 
gangs making the Great South Road. 
Hawdon wrote about his journey out to 
New South Wales and writing on October 26, 
1828, he stated "Our passage  was  tedious, 
but not unpleasant. In the cabin we carried 
ten people, and in the steerage I believe there 
were about 32. My cabin was a very comfort- 
able one on deck. We carried on board eight 
dogs, about 40 sheep, pigs, and poultry in 
abundance, a cow, a goat with two kids, and 
a famous noise, I assure you, they made!" 
He wrote in his diary 
On the arrival of the small family In 
Sydney, he found the expenses about double 
what they would be in London, so "I thought 
it advisable to take a station, till I could get 
good  and  very  cheap  place,  38  miles  from 
Sydney, consisting of about 1700 acres of 
land, all fenced and divided Into paddocks, 
400 acres being cleared and stumped. The 
cultivated land is capital, better than any I 
have seen in any part of the world. It is on the 
Nepean River. For about three or four miles 
the river parts Mr MacArthur's land and 
mine. His house is on the opposite side of the 
river to mine. We have an excellent house and 
garden, and the conveniences of stables, 
arns, etc., are equal to almost any in 
England." 
Mrs Buck stated: "The little railway sid- 
ing of Elderslie shows the locality in which 
this old homestead once stood. I understand 
that the foundations and an underground 
room of the homestead remain, and that a 
cottage has been built upon the site, with the 
materials from the old house." 
Hawdon wrote of the social life at 
Elderslie and Mrs Buck stated that the social 
life on the Cowpastures a hundred years ago 
was not as dull as one might think. 
and  tobacco,  of  which  they  are  fond.  They 
sometimes come to borrow a gun, and I find 
powder and shot they give me half of what 
they kill. They are strictly honest and have 
excellent memories, for if they see a person 
once they never fail to remember him again, 
though many years have elapsed. But they are 
excessively idle.' 
Hawdon was extremely energetic and 
'While still holding Elderslie he took a place 
called Burra Burn (in Northumberland), or 
6500 acres, from Archdeacon Scott for seven 
years. He says that though it was taken for 
seven years it was rent free.' 
 
 
 
The Camden Historical Society 
meets for lively discussions and guest 
speakers on the second Wednesday of each 
month at 7.30pm at the Camden Museum on 
John Street Camden. Interested persons 
and new members are most welcome. For 
further information call John on 4655 9210. 
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